Effects of asbestos fibers on alveolar macrophage-mediated lymphocyte cytostasis.
Prolonged asbestos inhalation results in pulmonary inflammation and fibrosis. Since alveolar macrophages are active in regulation of immune responses in lung and appear to be involved in the pathogenesis of asbestosis, we evaluated the effects of asbestos exposure on the ability of these cells to regulate lymphocyte function. Alveolar macrophages obtained by lung lavage from BALB/C mice were treated in vitro with either UICC amosite or chrysotile asbestos and the effects on lymphocyte cytostasis compared with those of macrophages incubated with latex beads or zymosan. Macrophages (10%) incubated either alone or with latex beads for 48 hr effectively inhibited lymphocyte mitogenesis. However, alveolar macrophages incubated with either amosite or chrysotile asbestos did not demonstrate intact cytostatic activity. Decreased viability of chrysotile asbestos-treated macrophages correlated with loss of cytostatic effects, but alveolar macrophages exposed to amosite remained viable. We conclude, therefore, that exposure of alveolar macrophages to asbestos can result in loss of their ability to down-regulate lymphocyte proliferation, a finding which may be important in the pathogenesis of asbestos-related disease.